Complaints as Opportunity for Change in Encounters between Youths and Police Officers by Pettersson, Tove
 Social Inclusion, 2014, Volume 2, Issue 3, Pages 102-112 102 
Social Inclusion (ISSN: 2183-2803) 




Complaints as Opportunity for Change in Encounters between Youths 
and Police Officers 
Tove Pettersson 
Department of Criminology, Stockholm University, 106 91 Stockholm, Sweden;  
E-Mail: tove.pettersson@criminology.su.se; Tel.: +46-8-674-70-53 
Submitted: 7 April 2014 | In Revised Form: 19 June 2014 | Accepted: 24 June 2014 | Published: 17 September 2014 
Abstract 
The presence of distrust in the police and how they perform their work among ethnic minority youths in socially under-
privileged areas is well established. Experiences of, or beliefs about, unfair treatment from the police can be viewed 
both as an indicator and a consequence of exclusion. It is well-known that negative experiences of the police are more 
significant for trust in the police and their legitimacy than positive ones, with some even suggesting that positive expe-
riences do not matter at all. However, from a procedural justice perspective it has been suggested that some positive 
experience do matter, particularly if the police are considered to perform their work in line with procedural fairness. On 
the basis of a participant observation study, this article discusses situations in which youths express complaints about 
the police in different ways. In response to such situations, the police can act in both exclusionary and inclusive ways. It 
is argued that youths’ complaints can be used as an opportunity for change if the police treat the youths concerned 
with fairness and in inclusive rather than exclusionary ways. 
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1. Introduction 
The work of policing is powerfully shaped by the di-
mensions of gender and geography. This means, 
amongst other things, that policing often takes the 
form of exercising controls in relation to young men 
from ethnic minorities in areas with social problems 
(Bowling & Weber, 2011; Brunson, 2007). One conse-
quence of this is an increased level of distrust in the 
police in these areas, perhaps primarily on the part of 
young men from ethnic minorities (Brunson & Miller, 
2006; Brunson, 2007). Research on what influences 
perceptions of the police has shown that the issue is a 
complex one, but having negative experiences of the 
police oneself, or hearing about others’ negative expe-
riences, have shown themselves to be important fac-
tors (Brunson, 2007; Brunson & Miller 2006; Skogan, 
2012), as have perceptions of ethnic discrimination on 
the part of the police (Brunson & Miller, 2006; Brunson, 
2007; Weitzer & Tuch, 2002) and of discrimination in 
society at large (Brunson & Miller, 2006; Sharp & 
Atherton, 2007; Weitzer & Tuch, 2002). Skogan (2012) 
found that negative behavior from police officers is 
strongly related to distrust in the police, whereas posi-
tive behavior is much less associated with a corre-
sponding trust in or positive opinion of the police. 
However, this view has been contradicted by research 
focused on a procedural justice perspective, which has 
found that when the behavior of police officers follows 
the demands of procedural fairness, this is associated 
with improving opinions of the police (Murphy & Cher-
ney, 2012; Sunshine & Tyler, 2003; Tyler, 2006; Brad-
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ford, Jackson, & Stanko, 2009; Sargeant, Murphy, & 
Cherney, 2014; Bradford, 2014). 
Much of the research that has been conducted in 
this area is either quantitative, with the limitations of 
quantitative research regarding a more nuanced un-
derstanding of the meaning of perceptions and experi-
ences, or based solely on interviews (Brunson, 2007). 
This article contributes by using data from interactions 
between police officers and youths. The purpose of the 
article is to analyse situations where youths complain 
about police treatment, either in the situation itself or 
in general. The article analyses both the youths’ reac-
tions and the police officers’ responses to these reac-
tions. It contributes to the procedural justice perspec-
tive by focusing on processes within encounters and on 
the importance of non-verbal interaction, both of 
which are rare within the field. 
2. Previous Research 
Existing research on the relationship between police 
officers and ethnic minorities is extensive. Studies of 
discrimination have focused both on attitudes and on 
disproportionalities in the focus police activity, show-
ing that ethnic minorities are subject to disproportion-
ately high levels of police attention (Brunson & Miller, 
2006; Chan, 1997; Petrocelli, Piquero, & Smith, 2003; 
Quinton, 2013; Reiner, 2000; Weitzer & Tuch, 2002; 
Wortley & Owusu-Bempah, 2013). It is first and fore-
most young males from ethnic minorities who are sub-
ject to discrimination on the part of the police (Stef-
fensmeier, Ulmer, & Kramer, 1998; Reitzel & Piquero, 
2006). This study looks beyond ethnic discrimination 
per se, and focuses on interactions between youths 
and police officers in which the youths express com-
plaints about the police.1 However, issues of discrimi-
nation may still be central to these experiences, since 
the youths in the study are mostly from areas where 
opinions about the police are often coloured by expe-
riences and feelings of exposure to unfair treatment 
due to e.g. the youths’ ethnicity and the area in which 
they live (Hallin et al., 2010; Sernhede, 2007; Bowling & 
Weber, 2011). 
Studies examining ethnic minorities’ perceptions of 
the police have often focused on adults, but there are 
some exceptions, such as Hurst, Frank, and Browning 
(2000), Brunson and Miller (2006), Carr, Napolitano, 
and Keating (2007), Dirikx, Gelders, and Parmentier 
(2012), and Sharp and Atherton (2007). Findings sug-
gest that the police enjoy less legitimacy among ethnic 
minority youths than among other categories. An ex-
ception to this is the study by Carr et al. (2007) which 
found substantial similarities among the youths who 
were interviewed, irrespective of their backgrounds. 
                                                          
1 Either to the police themselves or, sometimes, to me in my 
role as a field researcher. 
However, all of the youths included in the current 
study came from socially disadvantaged areas, which 
may be a reason for the similarities, since dissatisfac-
tion with the police is also correlated with neighbour-
hood characteristics (Brunson, 2007, p. 74). 
Carr et al. (2007) note that despite the fact that 
many of the youths whom they interviewed harboured 
negative perceptions about the police, they nonethe-
less stated at a general level that the police had a very 
important role to fill in relation to the control of crime. 
Carr et al. emphasise that there is a substantial poten-
tial for cooperation between youths and the police, 
provided that the youths in question perceive the po-
lice as professional, dedicated and honest (see also 
Bradford, 2014). This is similar to other studies, where 
feelings of not being met with respect are identified as 
one of the most important reasons for negative opin-
ions of the police (Brunson & Miller, 2006; Sharp & 
Atherton, 2007; Wahlström, 2008).  
One perspective that highlights the importance of 
the way people are treated by the authorities, in this 
case the police, is the procedural justice perspective 
(Bradford et al., 2009; Bradford, 2014; Hough at al., 
2010; Murphy & Cherney, 2012; Sunshine & Tyler, 
2003; Tyler, 2006; Sargeant et al., 2014), and this will 
therefore guide my analysis. 
The procedural justice model focuses on the legiti-
macy of legal authorities and on whether the public are 
willing to cooperate with them. Trust in the police is 
important in relation to both of these issues. Coopera-
tion is not, as the concept might suggest, about doing 
what you are told by the police, but is rather about 
whether you would call the police to report a crime, 
help the police to find a suspect or provide them with 
information about a crime, or be willing to assist the 
police if asked (Murphy & Cherney, 2012; Sunshine & 
Tyler, 2003). The police are highly dependent on the 
public in these matters in relation to their ability to 
conduct their work. The hypothesis, which has found 
support in several studies, is that “public perceptions 
of the fairness of the justice system […] are more signif-
icant in shaping its legitimacy than perceptions that it is 
effective” (Hough et al., 2010, p. 205). An important 
distinction is made between justice based on process 
or outcome, with the process being more important 
than the outcome; that is, being given fair and respect-
ful treatment that ‘follow the rules’ (the quality of 
treatment) seems to be more important for public 
opinions about the legitimacy of the police (whether 
the policed view the police as legitimate) than the out-
come of the police’s work.2  
                                                          
2 This finding runs contrary to the central assumptions of a 
more ‘crime control’- oriented perspective, where ideas of 
people as rational-economic calculators have led to a focus 
on the deterrent threat and the extension of enforcement 
strategies (Hough et al., 2010). 
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The procedural justice model has found support in 
empirical studies (e.g. Bradford et al., 2009; Bradford, 
2014; Hough at al., 2010; Murphy & Cherney, 2012; 
Sunshine & Tyler, 2003; Tyler, 2006; Sargeant et al., 
2014). However, Murphy and Cherney (2012) found 
that procedural justice actually had a counterproduc-
tive effect on the willingness to cooperate with the po-
lice among ethnic minorities who questioned the legit-
imacy of the law. To explain this, Murphy and Cherney 
discuss social distancing in relation to authorities, argu-
ing that people who feel distant are more likely to dis-
play resistance towards authorities, and at the extreme 
level to disengage themselves from interaction with 
authorities. Murphy and Cherney (2012, p. 197) note, 
however, that this does not imply that the police 
should use hasher methods in order to achieve coop-
eration. Rather, the police have to acknowledge situa-
tions that may be experienced as exclusionary and un-
fair from the perspective of the people living in the 
area they work in, since procedural justice may be 
counterproductive partly because of a distrust towards 
the motives of the police resulting from past experi-
ences and encounters. 
Hirschman (1970) describes the concepts of “exit” 
and “voice” as two different strategies for handling dis-
satisfaction. As the word implies, “exit” is about leaving 
when you are not satisfied, while the strategy “voice” 
is instead about staying but trying to produce change 
from within (for example an organization). Although his 
discussion proceeds from an economic point of depar-
ture (and not at all from a procedural justice perspec-
tive) Hirschman (1970), along with others, has employed 
the exit and voice concepts in relation to many different 
situations (Agevall & Olofsson, 2008). In this study, the 
youths’ reactions to dissatisfaction may be seen as exit 
or voice strategies. These strategies may be important 
for how the interactions develop and, by extension, also 
for the experience of procedural (un)fairness.  
Although the procedural justice perspective primar-
ily focuses on the public’s compliance with the law and 
cooperation with the police (Murphy & Cherney, 2012; 
Sunshine & Tyler, 2003; Tyler, 2006) police legitimacy is 
a central factor in relation to these outcomes. I would 
therefore argue that in relation to issues involving 
tense relations between those living in marginalized 
areas and the police who work in such areas, it is es-
sential to focus attention on the importance of fairness 
and the lack of fairness for views of police legitimacy. 
My analysis will therefore proceed from the procedural 
justice perspective and look at what the youths’ dissat-
isfaction is about in relation to these issues (e.g. is it 
about fairness or outcome?) and at how the police re-
spond to this. Since the model also implies that it is the 
process that is important, and since the data are well 
suited to looking at processes, I will also analyze how 
the encounters evolve in relation to the police’s re-
sponses to the youths’ complaints. 
3. The Study 
Community policing and what has been labelled reas-
surance policing have both constituted ways of at-
tempting to deal with problems of police legitimacy in 
socially disadvantaged areas (Adams, Roth, & Arcury, 
2002; Craig, Marnoch, & Topping, 2010; Hawdon, Ryan, 
& Griffin, 2003; Myhill & Quinton, 2012; Sharp & Ather-
ton, 2007; Peterson, 2010; Wycoff & Skogan, 1998). 
The fundamental elements of the policing tactic in-
volved are visibility, accessibility and familiarity. In or-
der to improve relations between the police and resi-
dents of socially disadvantaged neighbourhoods, and 
thus to increase police legitimacy, so-called local police 
offices have been established in Stockholm. The use of 
this approach differs somewhat from reassurance po-
licing but the basic ideas are the same (Peterson, 
2010). One of the principal tasks of the police offices is 
to establish contacts with youths in the area surround-
ing the respective offices. This article is based on a 
study in which the work of such police offices has been 
followed on a day-to-day basis, with a special focus on 
the work directed at youths. 
The study material is comprised of participant ob-
servations. The officers have been followed throughout 
their shifts. Two different police districts in the county 
of Stockholm have been included in the study, and 
eight different police offices. I have participated in a 
total of 52 work-shifts, totalling 450 hours. I have ac-
companied the officers both during the day and the 
evening, but the vast majority of the shifts were in the 
evening and stretched into the night (until midnight or 
a few hours after midnight). The fieldwork was con-
ducted during the spring and early summer of 2009 in 
one police district and during the spring and early sum-
mer of 2010 in the other. On most of the shifts in which I 
participated, I accompanied uniformed police officers, 
but I did on occasion accompany plain-clothes officers. 
There are both similarities and differences between 
the areas covered by the police offices. By comparison 
with the population of Stockholm in general, a relative-
ly large number of the residents of these areas are un-
employed and have low average incomes, although this 
varies somewhat from one area to another. There are 
also differences in the areas’ ethnic composition. There 
are both areas with a large proportion of residents with 
a foreign (primarily non-European) background, and 
areas with a relatively large proportion of residents 
who do not have this kind of background. Common to 
the majority of the areas are that they have relatively 
extensive crime-related problems, and that the rela-
tions between the residents and police who work there 
are characterised by some level of tension, which is al-
so one of the reasons that police offices have been es-
tablished in these areas. In this respect too, however, 
there are fairly substantial variations between the dif-
ferent areas. Some of the areas are among those re-
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garded as the most problematic in the Stockholm re-
gion. At the same time, it should be noted that the lev-
el of problems in these areas is substantially lower than 
that found in corresponding areas in the USA, for ex-
ample. 
In the context of ethnographic studies, the question 
of the researcher’s effect on those who are being stud-
ied is an important one. Are these individuals present-
ing a facade or is the researcher able to observe how 
they would be behaving even if they were not being 
studied? It is likely that the presence of a researcher 
will influence what happens in the field (Holmberg, 
2003; Sollund, 2007; Loftus, 2009). How much, and in 
what ways, will depend on a number of factors. When 
it comes to what police officers themselves choose to 
show or conceal, the issue of police behaviours that 
may cause problems for the police service itself is an 
important one. Experience from previous studies of the 
police shows that police officers have manifested such 
behaviours in the presence of researchers (Granér, 
2004; Holmberg, 2003; Loftus, 2009; Sollund, 2007), 
but that it is likely that they conceal a great deal. It is 
therefore reasonable to assume that what I have been 
able to witness constitutes what might be termed “the 
most benevolent case scenario” on the part of the po-
lice. Having said this, it is important to remember that 
developing a certain degree of intimacy with the group 
under study is a precondition for successful ethno-
graphic fieldwork. This means that an approach which 
involved endeavouring to avoid having any influence 
and to stay completely out of the way might, paradoxi-
cally, also result in worse data, i.e. in observations that 
provide less information about the situations of inter-
est and the work of the police (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 
2011; Holmberg, 2003; Sollund, 2006). 
Another important issue, both for the possibility of 
conducting the study and for the quality of the data, is 
that of obtaining access to the field. Several police re-
searchers have described mistrust on the part of the 
police and initiation rituals that the researcher has to 
go through in order to be accepted (Loftus, 2009; 
Holmberg, 2003; Finstad, 2000). With the exception of 
having been refused permission to conduct the re-
search in certain of the police districts in Stockholm, 
the treatment I received from the police was far from 
antagonistic. The management were interested in the 
study and thought the research topic was important, as 
did the rank and file officers whom I followed. In ob-
taining access from the police management, I was al-
lowed to freely select which police groups to follow, 
which areas to be in and which work shifts I wanted to 
attend. Nor was I “tested” prior to being accepted in 
any obvious way, at least as far as I could observe. This 
does not of course mean that the police officers were 
not aware of my presence and that they did not adjust 
their behaviour as a result, nor that I was not tested by 
them. I am quite sure that if I had failed to obtain the 
officers’ approval, this would have influenced my pos-
sibilities for conducting the study. 
All of the names used in the article have been in-
vented and have been chosen to signify the sex and vis-
ible minority background (or not) of the individuals 
concerned (Mattsson, 2005), since these factors are as-
sumed to have significance both for the form taken by 
the interactions and for how they should be interpret-
ed. The names of police officers begin with P and the 
youths’ with other letters. The use of a name signifying 
that an individual appears to belong to an ethnic mi-
nority does not however mean that the individual was 
born outside Sweden. It is likely that the majority of 
the youths and police I have interacted with were born 
in Sweden. Nor should the names employed be associ-
ated with any particular part of the world or religious 
background. 
In this article I focus on encounters in which youths 
confronted police officers and expressed their dissatis-
faction with the latter’s work, and situations in which 
youths have told me about such things. However, this 
does not include encounters in which someone is more 
or less unwilling about being subject to a police con-
trol, unless this was also accompanied by some form of 
accusation of wrongdoing or criticism of the police. 
These situations are excluded since such unwillingness 
is more about a wish to avoid control, rather than be-
ing a criticism of the police. During the time I spent fol-
lowing the police, just over 40 situations occurred dur-
ing the 52 work-shifts in which youths expressed 
dissatisfaction with the police and their work in this 
way. These are the situations in focus here, but they 
are analyzed against the backdrop of the context of en-
counters between youths and police officers as a 
whole. 
4. “Even When We Haven’t Done Anything!” Youth 
Dissatisfaction with the Police 
In most of the situations, the youths discuss their dis-
satisfaction with the police officers directly, but in 
some cases they have just told me about it when we 
have had the possibility to speak on our own. It is boys 
or young men that express complaints to the police in 
almost all of the situations. Based on the results of ear-
lier research, this dominance of boys is not surprising. 
However, the almost complete dominance of boys is 
perhaps at least a little remarkable. On some of the oc-
casions, it has not been possible (for me) to understand 
what the youths’ dissatisfaction is about. It may be that 
the interaction was simply too brief, providing almost 
no information other than the manifestation of dissat-
isfaction, or that the youth simply pronounced that he 
did not like the police and then did not want to say any 
more when the police officers asked why. “I just don’t, 
it’s as simple as that” as one of them said. In some of 
the cases the youths merely express uneasiness at the 
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police presence, not for any special reason, but rather 
because you never know what might happen if the po-
lice are present; they might just search you or check 
you out even if there is no reason for doing so, accord-
ing to the youths. Such declarations suggest distrust in 
the police, even if no clear reason for this was ex-
pressed. Some of the situations involved complaints 
about the outcome of the police’s work, e.g. that the 
police in general are incompetent, or more general ac-
cusations about the police just “harassing” people or 
conducting unnecessary controls. The reason for my 
not interpreting these last two types of situations as 
constituting unfair treatment is that there was no im-
plication that this had been done in a selective way or 
to the youths themselves. 
However, the situations described so far are excep-
tions, since almost three quarters of the encounters 
focused on some form of unfair treatment—of the 
youths themselves, people they know, or as a result of 
some more general group membership, such as accu-
sations of the police being racist but not in relation to a 
specific person. From a procedural justice perspective, 
this focus is not surprising, and these also constitute 
the most important accusations for the police to deal 
with if they want to change others’ opinions of them in 
a more positive direction. The remainder of this article 
will therefore concentrate on these situations. 
5. Experiences of Unfair Treatment and the Police 
Officers Responses 
A more general pronounced dissatisfaction in some of 
the areas is that the youths feel that the police focus 
particular, and too much, attention on their specific 
group of friends in relation to other youths in the area. 
This feeling is sometimes linked to the youths’ ethnic 
minority background. One of the boys who told me 
about this, did so when we talked with each other 
alone and expressed it the following way.  
Ali says, ‘I don’t like the police. We don’t like the 
police here.’ Tove: ‘Ok, why is that?’ Ali answers, 
‘No, but they are no good’, and continues, ‘But ac-
tually, it is like this,’ and smiles, ‘If you want their 
help, then you like them. So it is a bit of double 
standard,’ laughing. Ali: ‘If you understand?’ I an-
swer that I understand and smile back at him. Ali 
continues, ‘But my dad would say that if you just 
behave lawfully, then you don’t have any problems 
with the police. But it isn’t as simple as that.’ I ask 
him what he thinks about that, and what he thinks 
is problematic. Ali answers, ‘We think that even 
when we haven’t done anything, like up there, 
when I passed, then they started to ask me, just be-
cause I passed,’ [talking about an earlier situation at 
which I was present]. Tove: ‘Ok so you feel that 
they keep an eye on you, or?’ Ali: ‘Yes we do. It’s a 
group here [the local police officers]; they have 
formed an opinion about certain of us, so to speak, 
about some of us.’ (Field notes) 
His feeling that his group of friends received special at-
tention from the police was in my opinion well-
founded, since the police spoke about this group as 
one that they paid special attention to, and they also 
did so during my observations. All of the boys in the 
group had visible minority background as far as I could 
tell. This was of course not described by the police of-
ficers as constituting unfair treatment, but rather as 
strategic police work, which might motivate paying 
special attention to certain groups (Holmberg, 2003). 
Still, whatever the reasons, well-founded or not, this 
created a feeling of unfair treatment, at least for Ali. He 
also expressed this frustration directly to the police of-
ficers on a number of occasions by questioning why 
they were asking him, and not the others who were 
present, about a crime and a public order disturbance 
that had occurred during my observations. In one of 
these situations, the police officer simply motivated his 
actions, in a quite authoritarian and condescending 
manner, by saying that he knew Ali by name. On one of 
the other occasions, the police officer answered by ask-
ing Ali a rhetorical question: “But Ali, what is my job?” 
in a somewhat annoyed tone of voice. In the first situa-
tion, Ali responded with irritation, telling the police of-
ficer that he unfortunately (in an ironic tone of voice) 
wasn’t the one who had thrown a stone. In the latter 
case he simply answered, “Yeah, yeah,” and then let it 
go. It is clear that the police in these encounters do not 
work in line with ideas of procedural justice, since they, 
for example, do not take the time to explain why they 
are doing things the way they are. Further, the non-
verbal communication between the parties involved 
was of significance for these situations, and served to 
emphasize the antagonism between Ali and the police 
officers. 
Youths also questioned why they personally were 
given so much attention, and expressed feelings of un-
fairness in relation to this. Similarly, some of the 
youths also remarked on threatening behavior on the 
part of police officers, and on how police officers joked 
about the possibility of misusing their powers against 
the youths in question. There were also different types 
of accusations about the police working in a racist 
manner, or being racists. I won’t describe these situa-
tions here since I have written about them elsewhere 
(Pettersson, 2013).3 But even though such situations 
were relatively unusual, allegations of this kind are se-
rious and may be of substantial importance for feelings 
of unfair treatment. 
                                                          
3 Although such situations naturally constitute part of the 
analysis, I have chosen to present other examples here since 
these have already been described elsewhere.  
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One situation that can illustrate several of the is-
sues of unfair treatment that the youths confronted 
the police with in many encounters took place in a 
shopping mall. Since the situation is eventful, and also 
illustrates what some of the processes that take place 
in these encounters can look like, I will describe it quite 
thoroughly. The police officers had spent quite some 
time conducting a control focused on a migration case 
in a store. During the control, a group of boys had been 
banging on the windows and making a lot of noise out-
side. The police officers tell me that these are some of 
the youths in the area that they have an ongoing con-
flict with. I ask Pia what she thinks will happen when 
they come out and meet them (we have to pass the 
boys on the way to the police car). Pia smiles and says 
that they will probably shout words like ‘police cunt’ 
and ‘police whore’ after them, but will wait until after 
the police officers have passed so that they will not 
know who is shouting. When we enter the shopping 
mall, the boys are there, standing in small clusters. 
Paulinho and Pia stop a short distance from the youths 
and immediately someone quietly says something like 
‘police cunt’. The police officers (there were four offic-
ers present on this occasion) decide to talk to the 
youths. I listen to the conversation between Pia and 
Mahmoud, a 16–17 year old boy with visible minority 
background. 
Pia starts talking about what someone in the group 
was shouting and also that they used to shout ‘po-
lice whores’, ‘police cunts’ and ‘pigs’ after them. 
Mahmoud argues that they [the youths] only want 
to be left alone. He returns to this several times. 
They are harassed by the police, he says. They want 
to be in the shopping mall but are not allowed to by 
the police. Pia argues that they are allowed to be 
there, as long as they don’t do anything wrong. Pia 
also says that of course they should be left alone as 
long as they aren’t doing anything. But when they 
do, like when they shout ‘police cunt’ and such, 
they aren’t left alone. Mahmoud returns several 
times to a situation that had occurred two days 
previously, when he was turned away from the 
shopping mall by the police, specifically because he 
wasn’t allowed to be there, not because of some-
thing he had done. (Field note) 
Mahmoud talks quickly and agitatedly with a loud voice 
and the words gush out of his mouth. Pia talks more 
slowly and appears less agitated. Mahmoud expresses 
the feeling that the police harass the youths, and that 
this is not related to the actions of the youths them-
selves. It is clear that Mahmoud feels that he and his 
friends are treated unfairly by the police officers. But I 
also sense feelings of limited autonomy. According to 
Mahmoud, the youths are not responsible for what 
happens and it does not matter what they do, the po-
lice will still turn them out of the shopping mall. In-
stead of discussing Mahmoud’s accusations, Pia mostly 
focuses on what has just happened, i.e. calling the po-
lice ugly names. The encounter continues: 
Mahmoud also speaks very agitatedly about Pelle 
having called him a ‘baby's butt’4 when they met 
earlier [not clear to me when]. Pia objects that if 
Pelle did so, then it may have been unnecessary, 
but Mahmoud has to forget about it some time. 
Mahmoud then argues that it wasn’t only that Pelle 
called him a ‘baby's butt’, but it was also how he 
acted. He was stopped and searched by Pelle, and 
held up against a wall right in front of people from 
his family. 
The feeling of insult associated with being subjected to 
controls in front of others, particularly people known 
to the youths, is something that has also been noted in 
several other studies, and is something that is prob-
lematic from a procedural justice perspective. Mahmoud 
also refers to this incident repeatedly in the encounter 
with Pia. A number of the police officers I have fol-
lowed have also been aware of the importance of 
avoiding this kind of control, and instead focus their at-
tention on using strategies that allow the youths to 
‘save face’ (Pettersson, 2012; see also Peterson, 2008). 
However, the situation that Mahmoud was talking 
about was described as quite the opposite. I had not 
been present when it happened; however, one of the 
police officers in the group spoke to me about this sit-
uation later that evening, when we were discussing the 
conflicts between the police officers and the youths in 
the area. We were having a conversation about the dif-
ficulties of knowing how to act in conflicts, whether the 
police should back off or go in more resolutely. In an 
earlier situation, they had let the youths go following 
some disturbances in a shopping mall, and just a few 
minutes later, the same youths had burned down a 
shop. He had thought a lot about whether they had 
acted in a good way or had been too lax, and whether 
they could have done things differently. This time (the 
situation Mahmoud had been talking about) the police 
had decided not to let the youths off. Instead they had 
put all of them up against the wall, and the police of-
ficer felt that this had been a better way to act. How-
ever, it is obvious from the discussion between Pia and 
Mahmoud that Mahmoud is of a different opinion. The 
police actions seem rather to have escalated the con-
flict between the police officers and the youths, as 
might have been expected from a procedural justice 
perspective. Once again, the non-verbal communica-
tions (e.g. putting them up against the wall) are im-
portant for the outcome. Returning to the encounter 
between Pia and Mahmoud, Mahmoud continues talk-
                                                          
4 A relatively mild term of derision meaning "childish". 
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ing about how much he hates Pelle, and also states 
that some of the other police officers that work in the 
group with Pelle now act in the same way, even though 
they had previously been ok. 
Mahmoud argues that those who work with Pelle 
become like him. He also tells Pia that ‘I have noth-
ing against you, you are ok,’ ‘but I hate him,’ point-
ing at Paulinho, ‘and her,’ pointing at Perla. ‘But he 
[identifying Pascal’s overseas background] is ok. He 
has always been alright.’ ‘But her,’ pointing at Perla, 
‘I could kill her if she wasn’t a police officer, I hate 
her that much. You get it?’ ‘She was ok before, but 
then she started working with Pelle and became 
like him. They [Paulinho and Perla] play tough just 
like Pelle.’ 
Pia tries to say that he can’t lump all of them to-
gether, but Mahmoud turns it around and says that 
that is the way the police treat the youths. If some-
one shouts something, all of them get the blame. 
‘You’re ok, and him [points at Pascal], but as long as 
you’re working with Pelle or him [Paulinho] or her 
[Perla], you will also get the blame.’ (Field notes) 
This illustrates how negative experiences of one police 
officer may be important for the opinion of other po-
lice officers. This is also in line with earlier research 
about opinions of the police, and is clearly related to 
feelings of unfair treatment. The encounter also shows 
the strength of feeling these experiences might evoke 
in the youths. After this, Pia starts discussing for-
giveness between the youths and the police officers, 
and argues that both of them must draw a line under 
the things that have happened. Mahmoud has by this 
time quietened down a little, and when Pia asks him if 
they should keep going on like this forever he says, 
quite calmly, that he hopes not. After this Pia once 
again talks about the words the youths used against 
the police officers. 
Pia: “but if you want to be left alone, I would just 
stand still and not say anything. You know that if 
you start shouting, you won’t be left alone. If you 
want to be left alone keep quiet.” Mahmoud also 
says that he knows that they do wrong; you 
shouldn’t shout things after the police. “I know it’s 
wrong and that we have also done wrong.” He also 
says that this was the reason why they didn’t come 
to the meeting5, because they know they have done 
wrong: “We have done almost as wrong as you 
have, I know that.” Pia explains that nobody is forc-
ing the youths to go to the meeting, Pia: “But I think 
                                                          
5 A meeting was arranged between youths and the police in 
order to discuss the situation, but none of the youths wanted 
to attend. The meeting took place later on during my time in 
the area. 
it would be better for everyone if the meeting could 
take place.” (Field note) 
Now there is more of a mutual understanding than a 
conflict between Mahmoud and Pia. He is calm, talks 
slowly without raising his voice, and the same is true of 
Pia. Mahmoud is even able to admit to some wrongdo-
ing on the part of the youths. After this, the conversa-
tion ebbs out and after a while Mahmoud leaves. I then 
switch to the discussion between Paulinho and Perla 
and some other youths. These youths also articulate 
feelings of being treated unfairly. They talk about a boy 
in the area (not present at the moment) who is subject 
to controls time after time by the same officer, and 
they argue that this is because it has turned into a per-
sonal conflict for the police officer. However, Paulinho 
and Perla argue that this is because the youth in ques-
tion has been in possession of narcotics, and that this 
makes it reasonable for the police officer to check him 
again. They try to explain why the police work as they 
do, without acknowledging that they may have acted 
incorrectly. The conversation is now calm and the im-
pression is that the youths and police officers are lis-
tening to each other, even if they do not always agree. 
At about this point, two security guards show up in the 
shopping mall since it is closing time. One of the youths 
shouts that the guards want to close up and go home, 
and my field notes end as follows. 
Everybody starts moving slowly out of the mall. 
Smiles on the faces of both youths and police offic-
ers. The feeling is one of mutual understanding and 
the atmosphere is quite pleasant. (Field note) 
The non-verbal communication is significant for this 
long encounter between the youths and the police of-
ficers. For example: how the youths speak when they 
are annoyed at the beginning (e.g. fast, high pitched 
voice), how the youths bang on the window, how they 
move around during the interaction, how the police are 
quite calm and still in their movements, signaling that 
they are staying and listening. Finally, the smiles at the 
end signal something very different from the beginning 
of the interaction, and smiling together is an important 
part of how both parties define how the situation ends. 
I observed several encounters that, like the one de-
scribed above, started with antagonism and with ex-
pressions of complaints, and that then, following dis-
cussions between the police officers and the youths 
ended in a similar way to this one, in quite pleasant 
and friendly “chatting” (sometimes even with a sense 
of admiration towards the police officers). After the 
above encounter, I discussed it with Pia. She was quite 
content about how the situation had evolved, but she 
also though that the youths got stuck on things that are 
actually non-essential. She thinks that they can tend to 
rehash the same thing interminably. The question that 
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arises here is, essential to whom? What is considered 
essential is not a neutral judgment, but depends on 
who defines it. The youths’ complaint is defined as triv-
ial from the police point of view, but it is obviously not 
trivial for Mahmoud and the other youths involved in 
the conflict. From a procedural justice perspective too, 
this would not be regarded as an unimportant ques-
tion. It is rather one of the core questions for trust in 
the police and their legitimacy, since it is obvious that 
the youths identify themselves as being unfairly treat-
ed. It is also worth noting the amount of time and ef-
fort that the youths invest in trying to actually get 
along with the police officers and resolve the conflict. 
This was also the case in several other situations of this 
kind, and is something I will discuss in the concluding 
remarks.  
Finally, I will provide an example of expressed dis-
satisfaction with the police in the absence of any dis-
cussion between the police officers and the youths. On 
this particular evening the police are plain-clothes of-
ficers and are patrolling in the vicinity of a block of flats 
when they pass a group of youths.  
A group of youths are standing at the entry to the 
blocks and are kicking a soccer ball among them-
selves. When we turn up, one of the youths kicks 
the ball high in the air right at us. Patrik: “Look 
out!” Pauline has to move to avoid the ball hitting 
her. She does not attempt to kick it back, and just 
leaves it on the ground and continues walking. No-
body says or remarks upon anything, neither the 
police officers nor the youths. Patrik explains to me, 
after we have passed, that the boy kicking the ball 
was Enzo, a boy they have a lot of problems with. 
He belongs to the group of youths in the area who 
hate the police and he is one of those that refused to 
go to a meeting I attended between the police and 
youths in the area. I ask whether he understood that 
they were police officers and Patrik answers that all 
of them understood that straight away. 
We start walking by a walkway along the center of 
the housing area. Suddenly there is a rustle in the 
bushes beside us. Some of the youths are standing 
in the center and have thrown something after us. 
It sounds like a stone or something. Patrik says, 
“Look out ‘cos here they come,” in a calm, almost 
unaffected tone of voice. All of them continue at a 
slow pace as if nothing has happened. Nobody even 
looks at the youths as far as I can see, except for 
me. (Field notes) 
It almost goes without saying that the non-verbal 
communication, from both sides, constitutes a central 
part of this communication. The youths’ dissatisfaction 
is expressed only via non-verbal communication; but 
the opinion is still loud and clear. Similarly, the police 
officers’ communication with the youths, since they ig-
nore both them and the things they are doing, is also 
non-verbal, even though it might be less easy to inter-
pret. These youths might be described as what Mur-
phey and Cherney (2012) have referred to as disen-
gaged, at least Enzo. The police officers describe him as 
the one who is part of the group of youths in the area 
who refuse to even talk to the police officers. From a 
procedural justice perspective this would suggest that 
trying to respond to him with procedural fairness may 
involve a risk of being counterproductive. However, I 
am quite sure that this was not the reason why the po-
lice officers did not stop and talk to the youths in this 
situation; instead they tried to appear unaffected by 
both the football incident and the things that were 
thrown after them. Later that night, when the incident 
was discussed with other police officers, who were not 
present at the situation itself but who work in the 
same area, it emerged that the police officers deliber-
ately avoid acting in response to these kind of inci-
dents, since they think it would serve to escalate the 
conflict with the youths in the area. This might imply 
that the only conceivable action is confrontation rather 
than discussion. One of the police officers also pointed 
out that this strategy can only be maintained as long as 
the youths do not hit a police officer with a stone be-
cause ‘then it will be war’. 
6. Concluding Remarks 
The encounters between the police and the youths, in 
which the youths express complaints, are to a large ex-
tent about unfair treatment in one or another way, in 
line with the procedural justice perspective. The ex-
pressed unfairness may either be focused at a more 
general level towards the police as an institution or or-
ganization, or may be related to meetings with police 
officers. The encounters include examples of both. The 
complaints may of course sometimes be part of a jar-
gon, but they mostly appear to reflect honest feelings 
of having received unfair treatment from the police in 
different ways. When it comes to the police officers’ 
responses to the complaints, these include examples of 
both ignoring and avoiding a discussion of the com-
plaints, and of acknowledging the youths’ experiences 
and taking time to discuss them. Finally, the process 
that emerges from the complaints, via the police offic-
ers’ reactions and the youths’ responds to these reac-
tions, can look quite different. In some of the encoun-
ters, the situations get stuck in antagonism (sometimes 
from both sides), in others they end in a relatively 
friendly state of getting along and understanding. 
Some of the keys to the latter kind of processes appear 
to be an acknowledgement of the youths’ feelings, tak-
ing time to discuss matters that the youths are com-
plaining about and discussing why the police work in 
the way they do. This is in line with the procedural jus-
tice perspective. The procedural justice perspective has 
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been tested and supported empirically using quantita-
tive data, and the qualitative data presented in the cur-
rent study show that the perspective’s central ideas al-
so seem to be reflected in the processes that occur 
during encounters between police officers and (often) 
ethnic minority youths in marginalized areas. 
The study also contributes by highlighting how sig-
nificant non-verbal communication is for the experi-
ence of procedural fair treatment. Non-verbal commu-
nication is important to the way in which the 
encounters evolve, e.g. through the types of signals 
that the police officers communicate to the youths 
about their willingness to treat them with fairness and 
to acknowledge the youths’ feelings and opinions. This 
is something that has been shown to be central for the 
possibility of turning an antagonistic situation into a 
less antagonistic one, but it also might be central for 
not making a situation antagonistic.  
Some of the youths in the study have made serious 
allegations about experiences of unfair treatment, e.g. 
about ethnic discrimination, about being harassed time 
after time or about harsh and degrading treatment in 
front of others. In spite of this, the youths have often 
devoted much of their time and energy to attempting 
to get along with the police in their neighborhoods. 
The responses of youths in this study may be described 
as strategies of exit or voice. There are examples of exit 
strategies, such as the youths throwing things at the 
police or the ones who chose not to attend a meeting 
with the police. It should be noted that in a study such 
as this one, which involved accompanying the police, it 
is difficult to know how usual this is, since a successful 
exit strategy may make you “invisible” to the police. 
However, it is obvious that several of the youths whom 
I met in the study were choosing the voice strategy. 
They enter into a discussion with the police, they try to 
explain how they experience things, even very un-
pleasant experiences, and they do end up listening to 
the police when they in turn try to explain their point 
of view. The youths even get along with the police of-
ficers quite well afterwards, if they have been treated 
respectfully. This means that the youths, by choosing 
voice, actually provide the police with opportunities to 
produce change.  
This suggests that it is quite possible to produce 
change, something that Myhill and Quinton (2012) also 
note. The youths’ willingness to get along with the po-
lice in these areas should not be underestimated (see 
also Carr et. al 2007; Barrett, Fletcher, & Patel, 2014). 
But this will not happen by itself. It requires a police 
force that takes youths’ feelings of unfair treatment se-
riously and that is interested in including these youths 
instead of excluding them. I have also shown else-
where that it requires a police force that recognizes the 
youths’ situations and feelings of exclusion from socie-
ty at large (Pettersson, 2013; see also Murphy & Cher-
ney, 2012). 
Agevall and Olofsson (2008) suggest that Hirsch-
man’s analyses should be extended to include the di-
mension dependency. In this study I would argue that 
both the youths and the police officers, in different 
ways, are dependent on “getting along”. The youths 
since their everyday life can otherwise be made quite 
troublesome by the police (see Pettersson, 2012), the 
police officers since they are dependent on coopera-
tion from the policed in order to conduct their work. 
When the youths choose voice as strategy, this is more 
easily achievable, if the police just “catch the ball” by 
using the opportunities given to them. 
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